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Teaching Journal Reflections: Using Checklist-based 




This paper is based on the notes taken for a teaching journal kept during the author’s second 
semester in the English Discussion Class (EDC). EDC is a compulsory two-semester program for 
first-year students at a private university in Tokyo, Japan. The aim of the teaching journal kept by 
one of the EDC instructors during the second semester of the program was to monitor and reflect 
on the usefulness of checklist-based feedback activities for raising students’ awareness about the 
importance of self-reflection and fostering their autonomy by evaluating their own performance 
and setting learning goals. During a period of five weekly lessons, students were introduced to 
different forms of checklist-based feedback activities and their responses to those activities were 
monitored by the author. Analysis of the results prompted the EDC instructor to modify the 
checklist-based activities in order to make them more effective at addressing students’ learning 
needs and fostering autonomy.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
One of the major changes in my teaching beliefs after my first semester as an English instructor 
of EDC at Rikkyo University was shifting away from majorly teacher-centered forms of feedback 
to integrating and encouraging more student-centered formative feedback. Shute (2007) defines 
formative feedback as “… information communicated to the learner that is intended to modify the 
learner’s thinking or behavior for the purpose of improving learning.” (p. 1). There are many 
variables that should be taken into consideration when giving formative feedback (Shute, 2007), 
such as timing, complexity, learners’ level and motivation. It is also important to consider overall 
course structure with its immediate and final goals, as well as lesson organization, which is 
particularly relevant to the EDC context. 
The EDC program follows a unified curriculum, and its course is mainly focused on 
developing students’ communication proficiency and discussion skills. Therefore, EDC lessons 
tend to have quite a rigid structure. EDC lessons include parts where immediate feedback can be 
delivered, as well as those when only delayed feedback can be given. With limited and fixed 
timing for most activities during the full 14 weeks of a semester, it is important to keep formative 
feedback diverse and engaging to ensure its effectiveness and relevance for each student, as well 
as their understanding of its value and involvement in the process.  
When I started as an EDC instructor, I held assumptions about how active the involvement 
of students in feedback could be. Firstly, I had concerns that it would be time-consuming, and, 
secondly, not completely honest on the students’ side, thus, being ineffective at addressing the 
areas of their performance that could be improved. However, during my first semester, I tried 
different forms of formative feedback and strove to balance it between my own participation as 
the teacher and the involvement of students. One of the forms of feedback that proved to be 
effective for me and a number of other EDC instructors from the perspectives of student 
involvement, fostering autonomy, and time management was using different types of check-list 
activities to focus on self-reflection of performance leading to individual goal-setting. This 
approach has been noted by other instructors in the program to have reaped benefits (Hurrell, 
2014; Lesley, 2015; Wash, 2013, 2014). Therefore, during my second semester of EDC, I decided 
to keep my teaching journal from Lesson 5 to Lesson 9 as a means of closely monitoring students’ 
responses to different forms of feedback activities and the ways in which those activities could be  
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used to foster students’ autonomy and raise awareness of the value of self-reflection for achieving 
progress in their language learning experience.   
 
DISCUSSION 
Regular EDC lessons include two extended discussions in English, referred to here as Discussion 
1 (D1) and Discussion 2 (D2). Following the course designers’ definition “…within the context 
of EDC, a discussion is defined as ‘the extended exchange of ideas on a single topic for 16 minutes, 
between three or four participants.’ (Hurling, 2012, p. 1-2). Another important organizational 
feature of EDC lessons is that instructors are strongly recommended not to intervene during 
students’ discussions to give immediate feedback in order to encourage students’ autonomy in 
acquiring communication skills and provide more authentic discussion experiences. Hence, the 
EDC lesson format presupposes that students may improve their communication and discussion 
skills by receiving formative feedback after each discussion, and thereby enhance different aspects 
of their future performances. The aspect of students’ learning behavior I focused on in my teaching 
journal was student responses to different forms of checklist-based activities integrated into 
feedback and goal-setting after D1 and D2.   
 For my teaching journal, I chose to observe and compare the response to different forms 
of checklist-based feedback activities with students from two classes of different English 
proficiency and motivation levels: a highly motivated level 2 class  (L2C) (students with 679-
480 TOEIC score), and a lower motivated level 3 class (L3C) (479-280 TOEIC score). For both 
classes, I introduced the same forms of student-centered checklist–based feedback activities and 
monitored students’ responses, as well as the need for modifications depending on proficiency and 
motivation.  
 In Lesson 5, students of both classes were given self-checklists (see Appendix 1) 
adapted from the template of a more experienced EDC instructor (for the original self-checklist 
template see Singh 2015) after D1 so that students could individually reflect on their performance 
during that first discussion and set goals to improve their performance in D2. After completing 
self-checklists, students were asked to share their strong points and their goals with a classmate. 
After D2, students had some time to reflect on their performance in the discussion and share 
whether they had improved by achieving the goals they had set themselves.  As the teacher, I 
monitored students’ responses to the self-checklists and compared their assessments with the notes 
I took during their discussions.  Both classes - L2C and L3C - were positive about assessing their 
own performance, setting goals and sharing their strengths and weaknesses with their classmates; 
however, some L2C students and more than half of L3C students tended to be less critical when 
evaluating their performance and exaggerated their achievements. Another interesting aspect was 
that while L2C students tried to set several smaller points as goals for their improvement, L3C 
students tended to choose only one aspect of performance for their improvement. Thus, I decided 
to address two features of students’ interaction with checklist-based feedback activities: 1) 
students’ awareness of the value and importance of honest reflections on their performance; 2) 
using check-list based feedback activities for fostering students’ autonomy.  
Benson (2001) notes that there are numerous approaches to defining autonomy in 
language learning. In this paper, based on my teaching journal notes, I will follow his model of 
autonomy which involves “… control over language learning and teaching processes …” (p. 24). 
In the following section I will discuss a number of modifications to using checklist-based activities 
as a part of post-D1 and D2 feedback for raising students’ awareness of the importance of honest 





Modifications to Checklist-based Feedback Activities 
Modifications to checklist-based activities aimed at making feedback more meaningful and 
effective can be various, for example, modifying the content of checklists or shifting the focus of 
self-reflection from the form to the content of discussions or vice-versa. However, in order to 
make matters more relevant for students I decided to modify the use of checklist-based feedback 
activities by introducing peer and group interactions. This has also been discussed both within the 
EDC context (Hurrell, 2014; Lesley, 2015; Lewis-Osanai, 2012; Wash, 2013, 2014,), and outside 
it that “Formative feedback involving students as partners is a key strategy to enhance the teaching 
and learning process” (Fluckiger, Vigil, Pasco, & Danielson, 2010, p. 138). Therefore, in order to 
raise students’ awareness of the value and importance of using checklist-based feedback activities, 
I tried introducing modified ways of using checklist-based feedback activities, such as using 
checklists in peer-monitoring and group reflection after D1 and D2.  Table 1 gives an overview 
of the order in which different forms of checklist-based were incorporated in the feedback after 
D1 and D2.  
 
 Table 1.  Modifications of Checklist-based Feedback Activities 
Lesson  Checklists / Activities Explanation of Procedures 
5 
Individual reflection + 
goal setting after D1 
and D2 
Students individually assessed their D1-D2 performances, 
set goals, and reported to their strong/week points and 
goals to peers with no comments on the peers’ side. 
6 
Peer assessment + goal 
setting after D1 and 
individual reflection + 
goal setting after D 2 
Before D1, students were told that after the discussion 
they would assess an assigned peer’s performance. After 
D1, students used a familiar checklist format to assess 
their peers’ performance, praise their strong points, and 
suggest up to 2 goals/areas to improve. After D2, students 
reflected on their own performance in D2, and their ability 
to improve the areas suggested by their peers after D1.   
7 
Group reflection and 
goal-setting 
After D1, students answered questions presented as a 
checklist on the whiteboard to reflect on their own 
discussion performance as well as the performance of the 
whole group. Students were also asked to determine their 
strong points and areas for improvement for D2. After D2, 
students reflected on their performance with a similar 
whiteboard checklist and decided if the post-D1 goals 
were achieved.   
8 
Individual group 
assessment + Group 
discussion 
After D1, students were given a checklist with questions 
addressing the performance of the group and asked to 
answer the questions individually to determine a group 
score. After, students compared their scores and set goals 
together for D2. The same procedure was repeated after 
D2 by reflecting on the achievement of post-D1 goals. 
9 Individual 
Students were given a familiar checklist format to reflect 
on their strong points and determine the areas for 
improvement after D1 and D2. 
 
As presented in Table 1, in Lesson 6, students used a familiar format of the checklist, 
firstly, to monitor one of their peers during D1 and suggest goals for D2, after which the monitored 
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peers exchanged their checklists and tried to improve their performance in D2. They completed 
the checklists once again to reflect on their performance in D2. Compared with the original self-
checklist-based feedback activity, peer monitoring helped students to be more attentive and more 
critical, firstly, about their peers’ performance in D1, and consequently about their own 
participation and performance in D2. Thus, using checklists to monitor their peers seemed to raise 
students’ awareness of the importance of both self- and peer-observation and honesty in the 
evaluation. In the following weeks, students used checklists to monitor their group performance, 
for example, assessing the group performance individually and then comparing their results and 
setting up goals, as well as assessing the group performance together as a group. After several 
weeks of integrating different kinds of checklists-based feedback activities, in week 9, students 
were given self-checklist as in week 5 for self-assessment and individual goal setting. This time, 
students in both the L2C and L3C classes were more responsive and conscious about reflecting 
on their own performance and setting realistic goals.  
In Lessons 7 and 8, students were given checklist-based activities as a part of group 
feedback practice. In Lesson 7, the checklist was presented on the whiteboard and, in the course 
of a mini-discussion with peers, students were expected to go over the checklist to determine their 
strong and weak points and set up goals as a group. The good aspect of this checklist-based activity 
was the increasing of student-talking time, the creation of more positive attitudes towards critical 
evaluation of group performance, and the provision of more free form of working with the 
checklist. However, less motivated students in both L2C and L3C tended to minimize their 
participation in the reflection by too readily agreeing with their peers. To address this issue, in 
Lesson 8 after D1, students were given checklists to first assess the group performance 
individually, and then, as a group, they compared their results to come up with a group decision 
about their strong points and the goals for the following discussion. A similar procedure was used 
after D2 with additional reflection on whether the goals were achieved or not. This modification 
of the checklist-based group feedback activity seemed to be more engaging and effective 
compared with the one used in Lesson 7, since it ensured more active participation from all 
students. However, the biggest disadvantage was the time management aspect of the activity, as 
some L2C students and most of L3C students required more time than originally planned by the 
instructor to complete the checklists.  
Finally, after D1 and D2 in Lesson 9, students were reintroduced to the procedure of using 
checklists for self-reflection, and their involvement and honesty of answers was monitored by the 
instructor. Upon completion of the self-checklists, students were asked in pairs to share their 
strong and weak points and goals for further improvement. This time, students in both L2C and 
L3C were actively involved in self-evaluation and students were more critical when reflecting 
upon their performance. The goals set by students seemed to correspond to the instructor’s notes 
and some students in both classes also tended to refer to their self-checklists during D2 to address 
the goals they set for themselves.          
 
CONCLUSION 
The combination of using checklists for individual assessment with peer-feedback and group 
feedback proved to be quite effective at raising students’ awareness of the purpose of the activities, 
both for improving the performance during the lesson and for developing additional motivation 
for their goal-setting for subsequent performances. Moreover, variations of checklist-based 
activities can ensure the diversity of forms of feedback within a rigidly structured course, as well 
as address the needs of individual students in the class. Although, depending on students’ levels 
of proficiency and motivation, there can be additional modifications required for more effective 
use of checklist–based activities. That being said, introducing different forms and ways of working 
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with checklists to reflect on self, peer, and/or group performance seemed to be helpful for raising 
the motivation of students in pursuing more objective self-evaluation and for setting more 
achievable and relevant goals.    
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APPENDIX B – Example of Self-Check Sheet for Lesson 6 
 
 
 
